Biological activity of Claviceps gigantea in juvenile New Zealand rabbits.
The Ascomycete fungus Claviceps gigantea infects maize kernels and synthetizes several alkaloids, mostly dihydrolysergamides. There is limited information on the damage these toxins cause in mammals, despite reports from infested areas with 90% presence of the fungus sclerotia. With this background, it was decided to determine the biological activity of chemical compounds present in sclerotia of C. gigantea in rabbits 38 days after weaning. Sclerotia of C. gigantea were collected in fields with high incidence of the disease, ground and analysed for nutrients. Experimental diets were prepared with four treatments, where sclerotial powder was added, substituting for alfalfa flour in increasing proportions [C. gigantea/alfalfa flour (0:100, 5:95, 15:85 and 25:75)]. Total ergot alkaloid content was analysed by high-performance liquid chromatography. Male juvenile rabbits were utilised and distributed in completely randomised design with four replications. Initial weight was recorded in each animal, and experimental diet was offered. In this study, weight of animals, feed consumption and feed conversion were evaluated in individual animals. Blood samples were taken for haemograms, and finally euthanasia was practiced. The consumption of C. gigantea had a negative effect on body weight and feed consumption. The necropsies showed anomalies proportional to the consumption of feed contaminated with the fungus.